up with a score for the over 100 ranked programs. Obviously, very little contemplation went into my scores. In fact, my answers have clearly been influenced by prior-year rankings. It is a well-known "secret" that rankings of graduate programs of universities of outstanding reputation are buoyed by the halo effect of their parent institutions' reputations. Such reputational rankings have no academic value whatsoever, I believe, though they clearly play a major role in academic decision making.
But the problem is deeper than the current flawed methodology of US-NWR's ranking of graduate programs. Academic rankings, in general, provide highly misleading ways to inform academic decision making by individuals. An academic program or unit is a highly complex entity with numerous attributes. An academic decision is typically a multi-objective optimization problem, in which the objective function is highly personal. A unidimensional ranking provides a seductively easy objective function to optimize. Yet such decision making ignores the complex interplay between individual preferences and programs' unique patterns of strengths and weaknesses. Decision making by ranking is decision making by lazy minds, I believe.
Furthermore, academic rankings have adverse effects on academia. Such rankings are generally computed by devising a mapping from the complex space of program attributes to a unidimensional space. Clearly, many such mappings exist. Each ranking is based on a specific "methodology," that is, a specific ranking mapping. The choice of mapping is completely arbitrary and reflects some "judgement" by the ranking organization.
But the academic value of such a judgement is dubious. Furthermore, commercial ranking organizations tweak their mappings regularly in order to create movement in the rankings. After all, if you are in the business of selling ranking information, then you need movement in the rankings for the business to be viable. Using such rankings for academic decision making is letting third-party business interests influence our academic values.
Thus, to the question "Should CRA get involved in creating a ranking?" my answer is "absolutely not." I do not believe that "sensible rankings" can be defined. The U.S. National Research Council's attempt in 2010 to come up with an evidence-based ranking mapping is widely considered a notorious failure. Furthermore, I believe the CRA should pass a resolution encouraging its members to stop participating in the USNWR surveys and discouraging students from using these rankings for their own decision making. Instead, CRA should help well-informed academic decision making by creating a data portal providing public access to relevant information about graduate programs. Such information can be gathered from an extended version of the highly respected Taulbee Survey that CRA has been running for over 40 years, as well as from various open sources. CRA could also provide an API to enable users to construct their own ranking based on the data provided.
Academic rankings are harmful, I believe. We have a responsibility to better inform the public, by ceasing to "play the ranking games" and by providing the public with relevant information. The only way to do that is by asserting the collective voice of the computing-research community.
Follow me on Facebook, Google+, and Twitter.
